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THE SECRET OF THE WISE MEN 
Understanding Ownership 

Text: Matthew 2:1-12 
 

Allen & Jean 
 
Howard Dayton tells the story of a couple named Allen and Jean Hitchcock who had 
decided to end their marriage of 24 years.1 “In anticipation of the divorce settlement, 
Allen began to review the family’s financial records.  As he sorted through the files, he 
came across an old faded check made out to the hotel where he and Jean had stayed 
on their honeymoon.  Another check had paid for an installment on their first car.  He 
found the check he had written to the hospital when their daughter was born, and the 
down-payment they’d made on their first home.  After several hours of reviewing such 
records, Allen realized how much he and his wife had invested in their marriage.”   
 
But Allen was also aware of how much trouble they were in.  Over the years, the 
pressure of trying build “the good life” for themselves and their children had taken its 
toll.  They were simply trying to live the way they saw others doing, but they couldn’t 
understand where all the money was all going.  They fought over the buying choices the 
other made.  They felt sick every time they took in the mail, only to find another set of 
envelopes from the retail stores, doctors, credit card companies or their bank.  They had 
no clear idea of how they were going to cover college for their kids, whether they would 
be OK in retirement, or how they could get out of the mounting mess.    
 
Allen and Jean had never really been able to consistently budget or save.  They’d had 
great intentions about this when they started out in marriage, but now just talking about 
money guaranteed a fight.  When the pastor at the church talked about tithing, they just 
wilted in their seats.  How?  How was that possible?  The cost of their life was crushing 
them.  As Allen sat amidst all the files that day, it occurred to him that the sheer weight 
of their lifestyle, the role that money or the apparent insufficiency of it, had played a 
major role in bringing out the worst in him and Jean, till something had to break 
someplace. And it was their marriage.   
 
Allen had an epiphany – a profound “Ah-hah!”  What if the financial situation could 
change dramatically?  What if they could find a saner way to live?  What if there was 
something in that seminar he’d heard advertised at church about managing your money 
God’s way?  Frankly, other than making charitable gifts, he and Jean had never really 
thought about God’s role in finances.  But what if it could make a difference and the 
massive pressure they’d been under began to lift?  Allen just sat there, “deep in thought 
for several minutes.  Then he closed the file [he was holding] and dialed his wife’s 
number.  After an awkward exchange he blurted out the reason for his call.”  Jean, 
would you work with me to try and rebuild this marriage? 
 

Finding Financial Freedom 
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There’s a secret that a lot of people are carrying today – some listening to me right now, 
even (to some extent) the person talking with you right now.  We have been mastered 
by money.  For some of us, it shows up in the kind of breakdowns that Jean and Allen 
had.  For others of us it shows up in a life of frantic buying, dusting, and upgrading.  For 
some of you younger ones, you’re just ramping up, with little idea of what’s in store.  But 
it’s not a life that really works, at least not like we want it to in our sanest moments.  The 
Apostle Paul says: “I have learned the secret of being content in any and every 
situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.”2 But this 
is a secret many still struggle to learn. 
 
That’s why I’m inviting you to come along with me on this series of messages focused 
on “Finding Financial Freedom.”  Jesus said that only “the truth will set you free.”3 
The Bible contains Truth about what really goes on in human hearts and households. It 
offers us God’s Truth about a way of life that can set us free from everything that 
enslaves and crushes us in this world.  There is hardly any topic on which the Bible 
offers more specific, practical help than in the area of handling finances. 
 
The Bible offers us 500 verses on the topic of prayer, fewer than 500 verses on the 
subject of faith, but more than 2350 verses on possessions and money.  Sixteen of 
Jesus’ 38 parables were concerned with the handling of possessions and money.  
Sadly, some preachers act like these texts are God’s gifts to pastors – tools by which 
they can guilt-grind more church offerings out of people.  Let me beg forgiveness for my 
breed, because in actuality these teachings are God’s good gifts to people like Allen 
and Jean and you and me.  They are the gifts of a God wants His children to have the 
sanest, healthiest, most fruitful and free life possible on this Earth. 
 
So let me just touch today on the first principle essential to finding financial freedom.  It 
has to with understanding the concept of “Ownership.”  It is on this rock solid foundation 
that the entire house of our lives gets built and the story we read in Matthew 2 really has 
something to say to us about this.   
 
As I’ve shared with you at greater length in the SEEDS guide for today, the story of the 
wise men has traditionally been told at this time of the year -- the season Christians call 
“Epiphany.”  While the familiar Christmas carol refers to them as “We Three Kings,” the 
Bible doesn’t actually tell us how many of them there were – simply that the Magi 
brought those three famous gifts.  If you think about it, however, there ARE, in a sense, 
three Kings in the story. 

 
Herod the King 

 
There is King Herod – or as he preferred to be known – “Herod the Great.”  I’ve told you 
a lot about him in the SEEDS guide, but suffice it to say that as far as Herod was 
concerned, he owned it all.  He regarded people, power, and possessions as tools for 
securing his own comfort and sense of security.  His long record of conquest and 
conniving makes him one of history’s most extreme examples of the self-made, self-
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advancing persona.  Herod was willing to kill hundreds of babies and even his own 
family members in order to maintain or extend his ownership. 
 
None of us, of course, are Kings or Queens the way Herod was.  But it can be easy to 
think of our lives and possessions as something we fundamentally “own.”  Even where 
we are willing to acknowledge some level of allegiance or responsibility to something 
larger than ourselves, most of us find it hard to entirely surrender our sense of rights or 
control.  When the Crusades were being waged in the 12th Century, mercenary soldiers 
were hired by the crusaders to fight on their behalf.  In a misguided attempt to put a 
Christian mark on a worldly reality, the crusaders insisted that the mercenaries be 
baptized before joining the Crusade.  The mercenaries would enter the water holding 
their swords over their heads.  They did so not only to protect their weapon but also to 
declare that there was at least one thing – their sword -- that Jesus Christ did not 
control.   
 
I can’t say for sure what the sword may be for you.  For a lot of us, however, our wallets 
have that edge to them.  They are the last things to truly get baptized.  “God, you can be 
the Lord of my Sundays, my public profession of faith, my prayer before meals, my 
volunteer hours, but I am perfectly capable of handling and guiding the use of my 
money myself.  I’m going to keep control over that. My possessions, I own.” 
 

Christ the King 
 
The story we read in Matthew 2, however, tells us that Someone else is King and 
Owner of it all.  Jesus is truly “King of the Jews” and, as the Magi seemed to 
understand, King of the Gentiles, the non-Jews, as well.  As David of Israel once 
confessed:  “Everything in the heavens and earth is yours, O Lord, and this is your 
kingdom.  We adore you as [the One] in control of everything.”4  Leviticus 25:23 
names God as owner of all the land: “The land… shall not be sold permanently, for 
the land is Mine,” says the Lord.  In Haggai 2:8 God says “the silver is Mine, and the 
gold is Mine.”  In Psalm 50:10, God tells us: “Every beast of the forest is Mine, the 
cattle on a thousand hills.” Howard Dayton observes that one of the hardest truths, 
even for church-going people to take in fully is that “the Lord is the Creator of all things, 
and He has never transferred the ownership of His creation to people.”5  
 
In Colossians 1:17 we are told that ‘in Him all things hold together.’ In other words, at 
this very moment, while we may have the illusion that we control our health, our things, 
our destiny, it is the Lord who literally holds everything together by His power.  If we are 
to not simply be followers of Christ in name, but in truth, then we must consciously 
transfer our title and sense of entitlement to what we have over to God.  Jesus said in 
Luke 14:33: “No one can be My disciple who does not give up all his own 
possessions.”  No one can serve two Kings.6 
 

Stewards of the King 
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As I said earlier, there are three Kings in this story.  There is Herod, the man who would 
be King and Owner of all.  There is Jesus, the One who really is.  And there are the 
Magi, the ones we sometimes call the Three Kings, who came to bow before the Crown.  
The gifts they gave to the Christ Child are remarkably significant of this, if you think 
about it.  Some scholars believe that they gave “gold,” the symbol of royalty, to show 
they knew that Christ was King.  They gave “frankincense,” a resin often burned as a 
prayer offering, to show they understood they were in the presence of divinity.7  They 
gave “myrrh,” a spice used in burials, as a sign that this King would give His life to 
save the world.  And this may all be true.   
 
But could the truth be simpler still?  Could they have given gold because they knew God 
owned their wealth?  Could they have given prayer incense, because they knew God 
owned their souls?  Could they have given myrrh, because they knew God owned their 
bodies?  Abraham offered up his son, Isaac, and Job his massive holdings.  Mary 
offered up her body, Joseph his pride.  Peter gave up his nets and the widow her mite.  
Paul his great education and social position.  Jesus his throne in heaven and his life on 
earth.  What is it that you and I surrender that shows we understand Who owns it all – 
that we simply see ourselves as stewards of the King? 
 
Life began to change for Allen and Jean when they learned the secret of wise men and 
women throughout history and wrote the title of their lives back over to God.  They 
learned the secret of contentment Paul speaks of, finding that God provides for those 
who trust in Him – maybe not seven-layer cake, but certainly daily bread.  They learned 
the secret of freedom – as they stopped asking “What will we do about our finances?” 
and started asking, “Lord, what do you want us to do with yours?”  And, as we’ll see 
next week, Allen and Jean learned the secret of joy – as they found how God loves to 
give to those who faithfully invest even the little they have. 
 
Please pray with me… 
 
Lord God, wherever we have gotten lost in the Herod Syndrome that afflicts our age, 
free us from it, we pray.  Whatever we carry with us on our journey -- clutching it too 
tightly, worrying about it overmuch -- loosen our grip upon it, we ask.  Enable us to bow 
down and worship you with the whole of our lives. Today, we write the title of our lives 
back over to You.  We give You alone the title of Owner and ask simply that You would 
guide us in the wise use of what little or much You have entrusted to us.  Lead us into 
the secrets of Your kingdom – that we might know the contentment, the freedom, the joy 
you have promised to true Stewards of the King.  In the name of Christ, we pray.  Amen. 
                                                 
1 Howard L. Dayton Jr., Your Money Counts. Crown Financial Ministries, 1996, p.7 
2 Philippians 4:12 
3 John 8:32 
4 1 Chronicles 29:11-12 (The Living Bible) 
5 Dayton, op cit, p.16. 
6 Matthew 6:24 
7 Malachi 1:11; Song of Songs 1:3; Psalm 141:2; Luke 1:10; Rev. 5:8; Rev. 8:3 


